Connecting with Parents:
The AVANCE Experience

Gloria G. Rodriguez

The mission of AVANCE: To build the confidence and competence of
low-income parents and children in high-risk communities within a
community context.

Introduction

In preparation for the “Connecting with Parents in the Early Years” Sympo-
sium, a lengthy historical document was developed that described the
agency’s goals, organizational structure, target population, funding, services,
outcomes, characteristics of a successful program, and lessons learned in our
replication effort. In 1985, AVANCE submitted to ERIC a similar document
describing AVANCE’s 12-year evolution (Rodriguez, 1985). It was extremely
interesting to see how much AVANCE has remained true to its mission these
past 30 years and how much it has grown. The timing could not have been
better for this paper, as AVANCE has been trying to take its proven model to
cities throughout Texas and California without losing its quality. Replicating a
successful, proven model to other cities without affecting AVANCE’s
integrity and viability has not been easy. The most critical element of taking a
program to scale is to truly understand what the mission, principles, and
philosophy are, and to develop the infrastructure, policies, and procedures to
safeguard them. Documenting where AVANCE was at 12 years—and again
at 30—was extremely interesting and beneficial for the author. It was critical
as AVANCE was trying to formulate what produced the positive outcomes in
the early years and what needed to be safeguarded as AVANCE attempted
to replicate AVANCE. While any program needs to adapt and respond to the
needs of the community, there are those critical elements that are unique and
critical to AVANCE, while also producing the successful outcomes of getting
poor Latino children ready for school, of transforming lives, and strengthen-
ing families and communities in very poor communities.

The purpose of this paper is to describe AVANCE’s unique experience,
including its proven model, outcomes, principles, and lessons learned in
connecting with poor Latino parents. AVANCE has remained true to its
original mission, philosophy, and target population.
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AVANCE grew from a
small community-based
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low-income Latino
individuals annually in the
Mirasol Housing Project
in San Antonio, Texas, in
1973, to a large service
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15,000 individuals
annually in 11 cities and
over 100 service sites in
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Structure and History

AVANCE is a Spanish word meaning “advancement, progress.” AVANCE
grew from a small grassroots community-based organization serving 30
individuals annually in the Mirasol Housing Project in San Antonio, Texas, in
1973, to a large service organization serving over 15,000 individuals annually
in 11 cities and over 100 service sites in 2003. It has grown from a staff of 3
to a staff of over 600 and from an annual budget of $100,000 to a budget of
over $26,000,000.

AVANCE operates as one organization under one 501(c)3, with unincorpo-
rated chapters adhering to the original mission, philosophy, and standards of
AVANCE. It has a national headquarters that ensures that programmatic,
fiscal, fund development, and human resource standards are met. The
National Office is also responsible for training, research and development,
program and curriculum development, and the coordination of all fund
development. The growth and development of the agency, as well as signifi-
cant factors that have contributed to its success, are provided as part of this
historical perspective.

Dr. Gloria G. Rodriguez became involved in the field of parent education/
family support in a desperate attempt to find a solution to the academic
problems that many Hispanic children faced throughout the nation in 1970,
and which today are still prevalent in many Hispanic communities. She
became concerned about issues affecting low-income Hispanic families
when she attended Our Lady of the Lake University from 1967-1970 with
the assistance of a federally subsidized program entitled Project Teacher
Excellence. The purpose of this program was to find low-income students
graduating from high school in various San Antonio barrios and to offer
them an opportunity to enter college and become bilingual teachers, with the
understanding that they would return to the barrio to teach.

Upon graduation from college in December of 1970, Dr. Rodriguez became a
bilingual teacher of a group of 35 first-grade children who came from four
classrooms and were considered to be so far behind the other children that
their retention in first grade had already been determined. According to the
principal, the children had been labeled by their teachers as “retarded,” “slow
learners,” and “uneducable.” Initially, Dr. Rodriguez strongly believed that
the problem stemmed from monolingual Spanish-speaking children and
monolingual English-speaking teachers. However, it was soon evident that
the children were not proficient in either Spanish or English. They lacked the
necessary foundation in either language to help them achieve academic
success. Dr. Rodriguez worked extensively with this group of children for
one and a half years, and with another similar group the subsequent year.

All but five of the children from the first group were promoted. Even though
they did learn to read and write in both languages, it appeared that they
would never catch up to the academic level of the children who entered
school more prepared. While the children who entered school less well
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prepared were learning concepts and readiness skills that they should have
learned in their formative years, the children who had a stronger foundation
were already learning more advanced skills and knowledge, and they contin-
ued to be ahead of the group of children who were not as well prepared to
start school. The children may have progressed to the subsequent grade, but
some would still be classified in the lower group, the labeling would continue,
and they would never be able to catch up to the other children. Dr. Rodriguez
felt frustrated as a teacher because she did not have control over the
children’s environment before and after they were in her class.

It was in a graduate research class that Dr. Rodriguez stumbled onto the new
(at that time) concept of “parenting education.” The concept was so logical:
Education begins at birth (and even before), and the first and most important
teacher is the parent, especially during the child’s critical formative years
from birth through age 4. Effective parenting is learned, and parents need
assistance in carrying out this function and support to alleviate any obstacles
that impede effective parenting.

Dr. Rodriguez conducted an attitudinal survey with the parents of the first
group of children she taught to determine their attitudes on child rearing and
their desire for parenting education. The parents’ responses reflected a
strong need and desire for a parenting program. Contrary to teachers’
expectations, the responses showed that parents believed that learning begins
at school; that the child’s most important teacher is the first professional
teacher the child will come in contact with, whether the child is in Head
Start, kindergarten, or first grade; and that the basic role of the parent is to
care for the children’s physical needs. In addition, the parents held low
academic aspirations for their children. When they were asked, “How far do
you think your child will go in school?” most parents replied, “Probably the
seventh grade.” Most of the parents had only attained a seventh-grade
education, and they did not think their children would go any further in
formal education.

Research indicates that the child’s formative years from birth through age 3
are critical in the development of a strong learning foundation, as well as in
the development of important values and personality formation. Recent
research findings in brain research, however, suggest that what the child
experiences in the first three years of life sets the basic foundation for later
learning and social relationships. Many parents, including those surveyed, did
not realize the importance of their role as teachers of their children. Although
all parents desire a better life for their children than they had, many feel that
achieving such an outcome is beyond their control. In addition, many His-
panic parents have to deal with other difficulties, including a language and
culture different from the mainstream, isolation, and immigration issues.
Effective parenting in any situation is not easy, but it can be especially
difficult for high-risk parents who often cope with social and economic stress.

Parents need training just as any other professional needs training. How
parents choose to parent has largely been left to chance or to how they were
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parented as children. The school system needs to reform and take aggressive
action to restructure and assist parents of children under 3 so that children
will enter school prepared to be successful. When the home and school work
together, the high illiteracy rate and the disproportionately high dropout rate
among Hispanics (up to 50% in some communities) can be reduced.

If we will have the home neglecting to carry out certain readiness activities,
and the school assuming that the parents did their role in preparing the child
for school, then in the end, the child will suffer. The child will be labeled,
teased, and ignored until he can tolerate it no longer, and at about the seventh
or eighth grade, he will drop out of school. In today’s world, an education is
critical in order to be part of the mainstream of society. Rather than having
competent, independent, productive, contributing members of society, the
home and school will have produced a group of children who will become
isolated, dependent individuals who are at risk for such social problems as
mental illness, family violence, crime, delinquency, teenage pregnancy,
dropping out of school, and another generation of poverty.

Dr. Rodriguez felt then, as she feels now, that all parents need and desire
support in their parenting role. Parents, especially poor, high-risk Hispanic
parents, want and need assistance in strengthening the family unit and in
helping their children realize their fullest potential.

In 1973, when Dr. Rodriguez was strongly committed to the philosophy of
parenting education, the second AVANCE program was initiated in San
Antonio, Texas, and she became the director. The first AVANCE program
had been implemented in 1972 in Dallas, Texas, with a grant from the Zale
Foundation that was submitted by two doctoral students of Dr. Urie
Bronfenbrenner from Cornell University: Bonnie Parks and Ann Willig.

Mission

The mission of AVANCE is to build the confidence and competence of poor
parents and children in high-risk communities. AVANCE uses its Intervention
Model for Hard-to-Reach Families and its Circular Model as a road map for
providing preventive, comprehensive, continuous services for both parents
and children within a community context. The AVANCE 0-3 Parent Child
Education Program is the core of the intervention model.

In 1991, the AVANCE National Office was created to support the expansion
of AVANCE to cities outside of San Antonio, Texas. AVANCE went through
along, arduous journey in attempting to develop an organizational structure
whereby the National Office, its chapters, and its affiliates have the capacity
to survive and flourish; its mission, philosophy, curriculum, programs, reputa-
tion, and assets are protected; its positive outcomes and quality standards are
maintained; it can expand into new communities; and it can remain a pre-
miere organization in providing early childhood, parenting, and family support
services to low-income families, especially in Latino communities. AVANCE
is one of the oldest and largest national parenting education and family
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support models in the country. It has been evaluated; proven to work; and
recognized widely by local, state, and national media, the philanthropic
community, numerous documents and textbooks, and the White House (and is
mentioned in three First Ladies’ books).

Target Population

AVANCE serves predominantly low-income, Hispanic/Latino families
throughout Texas (San Antonio; Houston; Rio Grande Valley; Dallas; Austin;
Laredo; and Middle Rio Grande, which includes Eagle Pass and Del Rio; El
Paso; Corpus Christi; and Waco) and in Los Angeles, California. AVANCE
currently has a 5-year plan to expand to five sites in California. The primary
participants and the starting point of intervention are the mother and her
children under the age of 3, although some family centers also serve fathers.
Services are provided in family centers located in schools, churches, houses,
community centers, storefronts, and federally funded housing projects.

To qualify for the AVANCE core parenting program, families must have a
child under 3 years of age and reside in the community, and the mother and/
or father and child must participate. To be enrolled in the literacy and eco-
nomic development components, parents must have completed the Parent
Child Education Program. Although no fees are charged, families can contrib-
ute volunteer hours in clerical, craft, fund-raising, or child care assistance.
Potential participants are introduced to the program by word of mouth and by
a biannual door-to-door outreach effort. AVANCE accepts referrals from
other service providers, such as from Child Protective and Regulatory Services.

2002 Demographic Data for the
Core AVANCE Parent Child Education Program

Mexican American (third generation) 99%
Immigrant/first generation 69%
Spoke Spanish at home 67%
Dropped out of school 83%
Married or living with partner 70%
Annual incomes less than $6,000 37%
Annual income less than $15,000 73%
Median annual income $7,700
Mean age 28.9
Mean family size/people in household 4.5

AVANCE, Inc. Demographic Survey, 2002.

Since 1980, the populations served by AVANCE have been similar in their
demographic characteristics. They are mostly poor Hispanics or Latinos.
However in 1980, 93% of the population living in San Antonio was predomi-
nantly Mexican American, with the majority being third-generation Latinos.
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As AVANCE expanded into other cities, the communities that it served and
the people that attended the program became mainly first-generation Hispan-
ics from Mexico, Central America, and South America (69%). A 1980 survey
of the AVANCE catchment area indicated that 53.8% of the women were
separated, widowed, divorced, or single. In 2002, the population that was
surveyed was predominantly first-generation Latinos, reflecting a more stable
family situation, with 70% reporting that they were married or living with a
partner. Eighty-five percent of the respondents in 1980 reported having no
occupation, and the remaining 15% held unskilled or semiskilled positions.

In 1980, the mean monthly income for the families surveyed was $473.00, or
$5,676 annually. By 2002, 82% had incomes of less than $15,000, with a
median income of $7,700. This change can be attributed to national policies
regarding Welfare or TANE, or to the fact that first-generation Latinos, who
cannot benefit from TANF, have multiple low-paying unskilled jobs. In 1980,
the high school dropout rate was 77% among the parents, and in 2002, the
rate of parents who had dropped out or never completed high school was
82%. The program serves two-parent families, single parents, teen parents,
formerly AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent Children) recipients, and
high-risk and abused/neglected children. The family size, or participants living
in the home, decreased from 6.1 members to 4.5 members over the last two
decades. In 1980, the age of participants ranged from 15 to 69 with a
mean age of 32; in 2002, the population got younger, with a mean age of
28.9 years.

Many of the parents surveyed were abused as children, lacked knowledge
and skills related to child growth and development, had few support systems,
and experienced continuous economic and social pressures. First-generation
immigrants seemed more hopeful toward the future than third-generation
Hispanics. They come to this country with hopes and dreams, but by the third
generation, many lose their family strengths and their hopefulness toward
the future.

Organizational Structure

AVANCE is a nonprofit organization. It is made up of a National Board, the
national headquarters, and incorporated affiliates and unincorporated chap-
ters, who are governed by their own local boards of directors. The AVANCE
chapters and affiliates are perpetually linked to the National Office by an
affiliation agreement, and all chapters and affiliates operate under one
501(c)3 designation. The National Board sets policy, direction, and guidance
and is ultimately responsible for the preservation and protection of
AVANCE’s mission, philosophy, interests, and assets, as well as maintaining
its favorable reputation and its unique commitment to strengthening and
supporting low-income families and communities, especially in predominantly
poor Latino communities. The National Board is the holder and protector of
AVANCE’s 501(c)3 IRS tax-exempt designation.
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The National Office is the entity responsible for carrying out the policies,
direction, and guidance of the board. It is also responsible for

e designing and developing programs, curriculum, products, and services in
the name of AVANCE, Inc.;

e establishing and ensuring quality standards and developing the
organization’s operations manuals;

e providing training, technical assistance, and support to AVANCE chapters
and affiliates;

e conducting research and evaluation;

e coordinating and conducting joint fund-development efforts and raising
funds at the state, regional, and national levels;

e promoting and marketing AVANCE’s mission, programs, and philosophy
at the state, regional, and national levels;

e ensuring the operational integrity, viability, and growth of AVANCE, Inc.;
and

e expanding AVANCE into new communities.

The AVANCE chapters and affiliates are the service arm for AVANCE, Inc.,
and serve as living laboratories for the National Office. The chapters and
affiliates are responsible for providing high-quality AVANCE programs,
beginning with the core birth to 3 parenting education program. When an
AVANCE chapter increases its financial and organizational capacity and is
able to meet certain criteria for incorporation, it can become an affiliate. The
chapters and affiliates raise their funds locally and through joint efforts with
the National Office. Affiliation fees are paid to the National Office for the
use of the name, curriculum, programs, training and technical assistance,
evaluation, research, marketing, and monitoring.

Services and the AVANCE Model

AVANCE chapters and affiliates are responsible for providing high-quality
AVANCE programs, beginning with the core 0-3 parenting education program
and following the AVANCE philosophy using the AVANCE Intervention
Model for Hard-to-Reach Families, also known as the “Circular Model,” as a
road map. The AVANCE model outlines a path for both parents and children
that is intended to be preventive, comprehensive, community-based, and
sequential, and that requires partnerships and collaborative initiatives. For
AVANCE parents, the model may include opportunities to increase their
educational level and/or improve their literacy and language skills, job training,
parent leadership development, housing, and community development. For
AVANCE children, the model may include opportunities to participate in
preschool programs in the public schools, Head Start, or HIPPY; recreational,
mentoring, and educational activities in math, science, and computer training;
and career development and scholarships.

Once the core AVANCE Parent Child Education Program is firmly estab-
lished, local chapters can add AVANCE programs or services, such as the
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Guiding Principles of AVANCE Family Support
and Education Programs

1. Believe that people need support and that people can and want to change.

2. Begin with the strengths that parents bring and the love parents have for
their child(ren).

3. Be responsive to the needs of the community.

4. Stay family focused: serve all family members (AVANCE child, mother,
father, siblings).

5. Focus on prevention: have AVANCE child under the age of 3 as the entry
point for family participation in AVANCE and non-AVANCE programs and
services and the foundation for all services.

6. Focus on predominantly low-income Latino communities.

7. Focus on communities/neighborhoods: Each AVANCE affiliate has a
designated geographic service area (GSA) in which to provide AVANCE
and non-AVANCE services. Each community/neighborhood within the GSA
must include an AVANCE Parent Child Education Program as the core and
foundation of all services.

8. Focus on strengthening the social support network of neighbor helping
neighbor.

9. Conduct extensive outreach/door-to-door recruiting.

10. Transform lives—by rekindling the spirit of hope and motivation by getting
to the soul and treating participants with dignity and respect, providing
encouragement and support.

11. Hire people that graduate from the program as role models.

12. Provide supportive services: child care and transportation.

13. Use culturally relevant curriculum and activities.

14. Engage in public/private partnerships.

15. Be consistent with AVANCE’s mission, standards, and philosophy, yet
adaptable to the community.

16. Follow the AVANCE Intervention Model for Hard-to-Reach Families, also
known as the “Circular Model.” The AVANCE model outlines a road map
for both parents and children, beginning with the core AVANCE Parent
Child Education Program. Services are comprehensive, developmental,
and sequential, and all programs complement the AVANCE Parent Child
Education Program and are linked to public/private community agencies.

17. Services in the Circular Model include:

a. Core AVANCE Parent Child Education Program (parenting classes, toy
making, community resources, home visits, child care, transportation,
field trips, etc.).

b. Path for Children: AVANCE child care; Head Start; preschool; educa-
tion with emphasis in math, science, computer skills, and reading;
after school; tutoring; mentoring; and scholarships.

c. Path for Parents: Parenting (0-3 years—Adolescent); Literacy (English,
GED, college), Personal Development, Leadership and Advocacy
Skills, Career Awareness and Job Training, Employment, Housing,
and Community Development.

d. Other AVANCE programs: Fatherhood, Marriage/Couple Program,
Health Education, Family Child Care Training Program, Families
Building Communities (Parents as Leaders and Advocates in the
School and Society).

e. Examples of non-AVANCE programs and supplementary curriculum: |
Am Your Child videos, Head Start, HIPPY, educational literacy programs.
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Families Building Communities, the Health Education Program, and the
Family Day Home Provider Training Program.

AVANCE has the following separate programs/curriculum available for use
by the affiliates for 2001-2003: (1) the core Parent Child Education Program
(2) the Fatherhood Program, (3) Families Building Communities: Parents as
Leaders and Advocates in the Schools and Society, (4) the Family Child Care
Provider Training Program, (5) the Promotora Health Education Program, and
(6) the child abuse prevention Homebound Program. In addition, AVANCE
parents can attend literacy classes (English classes, GED, college) by
partnering with local community resources. Some of the chapters operate
Even Start Family Literacy Programs, Early Head Start, and Head Start.

Non-AVANCE programs, such as Head Start and Even Start, meet local
community needs and complement AVANCE programs. They also contribute
to the comprehensive developmental and sequential process for parents and
children, as described in the AVANCE Intervention Model for Hard-to-Reach
Families, so long as they do not duplicate or compete with AVANCE pro-
grams. Each affiliate operates in a designated geographic area. As the
AVANCE chapters or affiliates expand services to a specific geographic
community within the geographic service area, they include the AVANCE
Parent Child Education Program as the core program and the entry point for
family participation in other AVANCE programs and services. A fuller
description of AVANCE’s programs is provided below.

The Core AVANCE Parent Child Education Program for
Parents and Children (0-3)

The Parent Child Education Program, AVANCE’s core program, seeks to
familiarize parents with the basic social, emotional, physical, and cognitive
needs of young children in a practical and supportive manner. It also provides
assistance, information, and support to parents for the purpose of alleviating
problems and obstacles that may impede the improvement of effective
parenting skills. The parents form their own social support network that
provides sanctions for desirable behaviors. Parents attend weekly 3-hour
center-based activities for 9 months. Classes are held between 10:00 a.m.
and 1:00 p.m. daily, with each class consisting of approximately 15 mothers
and 45 children.

The weekly classes include 27 bilingual lessons in child growth and develop-
ment, and toy-making classes that emphasize learning through play. Special
group field trips, picnics, and parties are planned for parents and children.
For example, Halloween might be celebrated with a parade through the
community in which mothers and children wear costumes and receive
treats. At Thanksgiving, parents bring food items to have a turkey dinner to
celebrate and give thanks together. At Christmas, Santa distributes presents
to all the children, and Easter includes Easter egg hunts for the children and
the breaking of cascarones for the adults. These activities strengthen the
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parent-child relationship, build the social support network, improve parents’
self-esteem, and teach parents how to enjoy life with their children while
creating pleasant family memories. These activities also give the parents a
sense of belonging and a desire to participate and complete the program.
Group activities also include field trips to the public library.

Transportation is provided to and from the center for families residing within
assigned geographic tracts, and the preschool children are cared for in an
early childhood educational setting. Each parent is asked to volunteer at least
12 times for day care as a required child care practicum. Third-hour activi-
ties include speakers from different community organizations that serve as
resources and support for the parents. In some family centers, the day is
extended by having the parents interact with their children before the parents
go to the parenting class.

While participating in the Parent Child Education Program, the parents are
visited in their homes once a month for 30 minutes for an observation or
videotaping of parent-child play interactions. The tapes are first viewed by
the parent in the home and later shown to the class during the parent group.
Parents learn from each other and reinforce best “teaching strategies
through play.” Parents also receive one-to-one support during this time, and
social service needs of parents are referred to community agencies with
staff follow-up to assure that services were received.

The educational opportunities and economic development program available
to graduates of the parenting program is designed to foster self-sufficiency
among low-income minority women. AVANCE promotes economic stability
and personal growth by providing on-site literacy and educational services.
Students are assisted in preparing for college and in college admittance.
Parents are encouraged to attend English classes, GED classes, and college
classes on-site at the family center. AVANCE works with the local adult
education provider to obtain the instructors, while AVANCE offers child care,
transportation, and classroom space. As the students acquire the knowledge
of how the system works, they gain confidence and enroll on their own, but
many continue to need child care provided through AVANCE.

AVANCE Families Building Communities Program: Parents as
Leaders and Advocates in the School and Society

Begun with a grant from the Annenberg Foundation, this 3-year program
consists of the following three components:

Families Building Community (FBC I): Parenting information for
school-age children: This 9-month program consisting of personal develop-
ment, leadership, and education for parents with children 5 to 17 years is
provided for AVANCE parents as a follow-up to the core AVANCE Parent
Child Education Program. Some selected topics include “Introduction to How
the School and Community Government Works” and “Parents as Decision
Makers in School and Civic Engagement.”
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Parents in School Reform (FBC II): This component provides a project-
based learning phase where parents select topics to work on, such as cur-
riculum selection, review of school education and quality standards, and site-
based management. FBC II also involves understanding how the system
works, including school budgets, teacher selection, school board, and parent
or staff roles and responsibilities.

Parent Networking/Advocacy Program (FBC I1l): This component is
organized as the application-based phase, including developing parent coun-
cils, a Web site for parents, attending an annual meeting for parents partici-
pating in the program, school and community projects, advocacy, and
public policy.

Promotora Health Education Program

Begun with a grant from the Hasbro Children’s Foundation, this program
enhances AVANCE’s Core Parenting Education curriculum in the area of
health education. The curriculum is formatted in different pamphlets address-
ing various aspects of health promotion and wellness. Lay parents are also
trained to go into the community to educate their neighbors about health
promotion and safety. AVANCE is extremely effective in reaching low-
income parents and enrolling their children in a health insurance program.

Family Child Care Provider Training Program

This program began with a grant from the Annie E. Casey Foundation.
AVANCE developed a curriculum to train parents who desired to become
family child care providers. The program consists of a 12-week training
course that includes child growth and development, how to begin a business,
and specific information about providing high-quality child care in the home.
In addition, parents are provided support in financing and getting their home
licensed to provide services.

The AVANCE Homebound Child Abuse Program

Begun with a grant from the Texas Department of Human Resources, this
support program is for the most at-risk families, those parents who have been
referred to AVANCE for child abuse and neglect. Its goals are (1) to provide
additional support for families confirmed as child abuse and neglect cases
through an individual program in the home and (2) to prevent the reoccur-
rence of abuse and neglect by developing more effective parenting practices
and positive parental role attitudes. Services include weekly visits, individual-
ized parenting education classes in the home, social activities to break
isolation, and a comprehensive program for meeting needs through service
integration. The parents are mainstreamed to the center-based program
when the family situation is stabilized and when the parent is ready for
group interactions.

The programs that AVANCE sponsors under its umbrella are those that best
respond to the needs of the low-income Hispanic family. Although the needs
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are probably similar in any disadvantaged group regardless of race or
ethnicity, the methodology is unique to this particular population, taking into
consideration dialects and cultural characteristics.

Evaluation Outcomes

There have been several evaluations of the AVANCE programs. Summaries
of the research findings are included below.

Project CAN PREVENT

The research findings of Project CAN PREVENT demonstrated that
AVANCE was effective in changing the factors and conditions that were
contributing to child abuse and neglect, such as increased knowledge of child
growth and development, the development of a social support network that
had an effect on isolation, and the improvement of self-esteem and hopeful-
ness. Parents attending the AVANCE core program had a change in attitude
regarding discipline and how they would handle infractions.

Carnegie Study of Core Parent Child Education Program

In 1987, the agency reached a major milestone in its development with the
advent of a Research and Evaluation Study of the AVANCE Parent Child
Education Program (1987-91) funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New
York. This scientific evaluation has provided strong evidence supporting the
effectiveness of the core Parent Child Education Program. AVANCE
participants were compared to a control group that did not receive any
services. The evaluation found that the program had a substantial effect on
the ability of mothers to provide a cognitively stimulating and emotionally
nurturing environment for their children. It had strong effects on child-rearing
attitudes, knowledge of parenting behavior, and an awareness of community
resources. Behavioral observations revealed that AVANCE participants were
more responsive to their children, talked more frequently with them, and used
play opportunities to teach educational concepts. The mothers understood,
accepted, and actively pursued their role as the first teacher of their children.
In addition, many more program than control mothers enrolled in classes to
obtain a high school equivalency certificate or to acquire college credits. The
evaluation concludes that AVANCE parents have the necessary skills to
provide an educationally stimulating environment and provide emotional
support, they value education for themselves and their children, and they
have a knowledge base for effective rearing of children (Johnson & Walker,
1996).

In 1990, an informal 17-year follow-up survey of the first AVANCE class
was conducted. Information gathered from the survey revealed that although
91% of the parents had dropped out of school in 1973, 57% had subsequently
returned to complete their GED. In addition, 94% of their children had either
completed high school, received their GED, or were still in school, and 43%
of the children were attending college.
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Long-Term Impact on Family Economics—St. Mary’s University

A survey conducted by students at St. Mary’s University included 100
parents who participated and graduated from the AVANCE programs in San
Antonio between 1994 and 2001. An important finding was that 60% of
families reported an annual income of under $9,000 before attending
AVANCE, and at the time of the interview, 62% reported an annual income
of over $9,000.

Funding

It is not easy keeping a nonprofit grassroots organization in operation. Funds
are limited or categorical, and getting ongoing funds is difficult because
funders tend to want to support new demonstration projects—and at the most
for 3 years. One needs to be entrepreneurial, resourceful, and creative in
pooling funds and ensuring that new funds come in before the previous funds
run out. In addition, most government funds are provided on a cost-reim-
bursement basis, and the organization must have at least 3 months’ worth of
working capital in order to secure needed funds.

AVANCE began with a 3-year $100,000-a-year grant from the Zale Founda-
tion to fund the Parenting Program and a Tutoring Program. The Zale
Foundation was AVANCE'’s sole funder from 1973-75 and continued to
support AVANCE with 30% matching funds for 3 additional years. The
primary funder from 1975-78 was the Texas State Department of Human
Services; by 1979, the City of San Antonio had replaced the Zale Foundation
in providing the 30% match. In 1979, the AVANCE programs were funded
by a variety of organizations, including the City of San Antonio’s Human
Services Department, United Way, and the National Center on Child Abuse
and Neglect. The Project CAN PREVENT grant was the first federal grant
prepared and submitted by AVANCE to a federal funding source. It was one
of 300 submitted nationally and one of nine selected for funding. Through the
grant, the organization gained credibility from a formal needs assessment of
the community and the first evaluation of the AVANCE Parent Child Educa-
tion Program.

Throughout its 30 years, AVANCE has been able to thrive with many differ-
ent funding partners at a time when many social programs have been af-
fected by massive federal budget cuts. Some funds have been received to
support or enhance the core parenting program or to address a community
need with services that are connected to the core parenting program. It has
not been easy—especially as AVANCE has stayed committed to its original
mission. In times of funding crises, it has been the parents and children who
have become AVANCE'’s greatest advocates.

In 1984, the AVANCE annual budget was $420,000, with 47% of funds coming

from the City of San Antonio Human Services Department, 20% from United
Way, 12% from the Texas Department of Human Services (TDHS), 19%
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from the federal government, and 2% from the Zale Foundation. The annual
budget for the National Office and chapters at the end of June 2002 was
$26,631,898, which consisted of $20,640,423 from government (86% federal,
8% state, 6% local); $2,747,677 from foundations; $110,100 from corpora-
tions; $351,085 from fund-raising; $1,143,462 from in-kind support; and
$1,639,151 from other sources (United Way, individuals, chapter fees,
interest, etc.). In 2000, the Los Angeles County Government awarded
AVANCE $250,000 to incorporate AVANCE in Los Angeles and to serve the
first group of parents in that community. The Hilton Foundation provided
$250,000 in California as seed funds for 5 years.

The AVANCE National Office was established with the support of a consor-
tium of the largest foundations, including Carnegie, Ford, Kellogg,
Rockefeller, Mott, and Hilton. In 2002, AVANCE received grants from
Kellogg and other major foundations to increase its working capital fund, to
begin a sustained leadership endowment, and to expand AVANCE to Califor-
nia. AVANCE will be completing a $4.5 million capital campaign this year for
a new headquarters building. Its first annual appeal was held in 2003 as a
challenge to a Kresge grant for the capital campaign. In 2001, AVANCE
received the Annie E. Casey Families Count Award, which also carries a
$500,000 unrestricted gift.

Program Modifications over the Past 30 Years and
Lessons Learned

While still staying centered on its original mission, AVANCE has continued to
grow and change over the years to improve on the original program or to
accommodate the changing needs of families in the community. For example,

e Changing the supervised baby-sitting program that was provided for
parents while they attended their classes to a developmental day care,
called the Day Care Lab. Parents are required to volunteer for 12 hours
in the Lab to receive a practicum certificate to graduate from the program.

e Condensing the program curriculum from 2 years to 1 year while ex-
panding from 2 hours daily to 3 hours in order to provide as much of the
curriculum as possible to a highly transient population located in the
housing projects. Adding the third hour gave an unforeseen benefit of
providing parents with more information and links to community-based
services.

e Adjusting to include more activities when funding for a stipend provided
to parents for participating in the program was stopped. AVANCE staff
developed a variety of activities for parents to encourage the parents to
feel more engaged in the program.

e Adding new topics and new toys to fit the needs and interests of the
parents and children.

e Continuing to become more comprehensive, and developmental, provid-
ing continuous support to the parents and children.
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e Developing resources for fathers when staff realized that they were
inadvertently negatively affecting the family by only working with the
mothers and the target child under the age of 3.

e Providing more intensive support in the home and in partnership with
other social and mental health service providers for at-risk families. For
these parents and for the referrals from protective services, AVANCE
began a program for parents to prevent child abuse and neglect.

e Developing a Promotora Health Education Program to work with parents
in rural areas needing health education services and to encourage
enrollment in a health insurance program.

¢ Adding developmental services to the core program for the children,
ensuring that AVANCE children entered early childhood preschool
programs or Head Start.

e (Collaborating with other early learning programs.

Creating a curriculum to provide parents with more information about
transitioning their child to elementary school and into adolescence as well
as becoming advocates in the community.

¢ Finding ways to address the economic conditions of the parents, including
hiring parents from the program and from the community, encouraging
parents to continue their high school education and to be aware of
various careers, and assisting them with college attendance.

e Creating a Family Child Care Training Program for those parents want-
ing to work out of their home and provide care for other children.

e Establishing a formal graduation ceremony for children and parents to
highlight their accomplishments and build self-confidence.

AVANCE sites have become one of the best employers for the parents and

their growing children, especially along the border cities and in poor commu-
nities. Staff members strongly believe that AVANCE must be responsive to

the needs of the family, and the Circular Intervention Model was developed

as a road map for providing services.

Community Development Impact

AVANCE is an active participant and advocate of community development.
As aresult of leadership emerging from within the community, a group of
parents, assisted by AVANCE, obtained a $100,000 Community Development
Block Grant to construct a playground in the Mirasol Housing Project. Parents
educated their state representatives about the importance of supporting and
sustaining AVANCE in their community and helped secure a $1.7 million
grant from the Texas Education Agency. Also, parents become more active
and involved in the schools and in their community as leaders in the PTA and
Resident Association, and in initiating community projects such as building a
playground for their children or starting a community crime watch program.

Other programs are added to the existing organization to be responsive to the

needs of the community. AVANCE changed from a focus of getting the child
ready for school to a more comprehensive and continuous support of the
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entire family to simultaneously strengthening the family and the community.
Slogans that were used were “the strength of the community lies in the
strength of the family”” and “from the cradle to the job.” Dr. Rodriguez and
AVANCE staff came to the realization that social and economic problems are
interrelated; for example, if one finds a dropout problem, one may also find
child abuse, crime, poverty, spouse abuse, etc. The root cause of most of
these problems lies in a dysfunctional family in great need of assistance and
support. Parents rekindle their spirit of hope when they receive culturally
relevant and effective services.

AVANCE felt that there needed to be a developmental sequential service
approach for both parents and children. The child needed to continue to grow
developmentally; the parents needed continued support in their role as parents
(especially during the critical period of preadolescence and adolescence); and
the whole family needed to grow educationally, personally, and economically.

Expansion of Facilities, Locations, and Clients

Initially, AVANCE was housed in two 3-bedroom apartments in the Mirasol
Housing Project. Then it replicated to three San Antonio communities in six 3-
bedroom apartments in the Mirasol Housing Project, in a house located
adjacent to a low-income housing complex, and in a large wing in a city-
owned building called the West End Multi-Service Center. Today, AVANCE
chapters and affiliates can be found in schools, housing projects, churches,
storefronts, houses, and in their leased/own buildings. In Houston, AVANCE
has six sites. Individuals served have increased from 58 in 1973 to 15,000 in
2002; staff increased from 4 in 1973 to over 600 by 2002.

Name Change

The organization’s name changed from AVANCE Neighborhood Intervention
Program to AVANCE, Inc., in 1990. AVANCE, Inc., is now AVANCE’s legal
name. Today, it is more commonly known as AVANCE Family Support and
Education Programs, which include the Parent Child Education Program (the
core program) and all AVANCE programs.
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